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The 18th century Scottish writer, Thomas Carlyle, once wrote that “The 
study of history is nothing more than the study of great men and 
women.” 

- In other words, history is biography… and that’s especially 
true of the Bible.   

- The Book of Genesis, for example, reflects the heart and 
purposes of God expressed through twelve men. 

- You have Adam and his three sons (Cain, Abel, & Seth)… and 
then Noah and his three sons (Shem, Ham, & Japheth)… 
followed by Abraham and his son, Isaac. 

- Then Isaac’s son, Jacob… and Jacob’s son, Joseph.  I mean… 
that’s pretty much a basic outline of Genesis. 

 
And then, when you get to the Book of Exodus and the next three 
Books after it, the lens of God’s Word centers in primarily on another 
man. 

- You see, amongst its underlying themes of God’s love and 
deliverance and the Kingdom of God, it’s also the biography of 
Moses…  

- the man whom God would use to forward His purposes of 
setting Israel free from Egyptian captivity. 

 
All through Scripture , we encounter amazing men and women… who, 
at first glance, seem to be cut from an entirely different piece of cloth 
than the rest of us. 

- And yet, there seems to be a common denominator amongst 
all those great biographies running through Scripture. 

- And that is… in spite of all their own personal brokenness and 
issues and failures…  

- they ultimately chose to trust God… even through some 
pretty challenging seasons of life. 

 
You see, there are times when God leads His children to places they 
don’t want to go and we’re left with the decision…  



 2

- Will I trust Him… or not? Will I say “yes” to God even when 
He seems so silent… or not? 

 
And so, this morning, I’d like to focus in on one chapter of Moses’ 
biography… and that’s Israel’s Moses-led journey between Egypt and 
the Promised Land…  

- because the reality is, that a lot of what they faced along their 
journey echoes what we face through seasons of our own 
lives…  

- seasons that challenge us as to whether we’ll choose to trust 
God… or not. 

 
If you remember, this particular story pretty much begins in Exodus 3, 
where God calls Moses to lead the children of Israel out of slavery & 
oppression… to a land flowing with freedom & abundance. 
 
In verse 7, the Lord says to Moses… “I have observed the misery of my 
people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their 
taskmasters. Indeed, I know their sufferings, and I have come down to 
deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land to 
a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey.”  
 
So, in chapter 3 at least, it sounds like a relatively simple journey.  He 
says, "I am going to bring them up out of the land of Egypt and bring 
them to a land that is flowing with milk and honey."  
 
Shouldn’t take too long… right?  I mean, the Israelites know that all 
they’ll need to do is cross the little Sinai Peninsula… and then they’ll 
pretty much be there. 

- They could do it in a matter of weeks... maybe less. That's how 
short the journey is…. 200-225 miles at the very most.  

- Not much further than where we are here in Morris Plains… to 
Cape May, NJ. 

- In fact, there was a route that led directly from Egypt to the 
Promised Land. Look at this map with me on the screen.  

- You see, the route to the Promised Land is a straight shot… 
Let’s call it "I-80."  
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Then a surprising thing happens. Go over to Exodus 13:17. You see, 
once they’re finally delivered from Egypt, God leads them in a direction 
they don’t expect. Let’s read this… 

- “When Pharaoh finally let the people go, God did not lead them 
along the main road that runs through Philistine territory, even 
though that was the shortest route to the Promised Land. God 
said, "If the people are faced with a battle, they might change 
their minds and return to Egypt."  

- 18So God led them in a roundabout way through the wilderness 
toward the Red Sea…  

- 20The Israelites left Succoth and camped at Etham on the edge 
of the wilderness. 21The LORD went ahead of them. He guided 
them during the day with a pillar of cloud, and he provided light 
at night with a pillar of fire. This allowed them to travel by day 
or by night.  22And the LORD did not remove the pillar of cloud 
or pillar of fire from its place in front of the people.” 

 
So, even though their GPS told them to go pretty much due east, God 
took His people on another route that the Bible describes as a 
"roundabout way." 

- It wasn’t the way that they expected to go… and not-at-all the 
quickest route.  

- To help you visualize that, I have a second map. This is a 
picture of the roundabout way God led Israel. 

- Now, of course, nobody knows exactly all the twists and turns 
they took…  

- but we know that there were a lot of twists and turns... more 
than I have shown here… It was a roundabout way. 

 
Now… imagine this for a moment. Imagine all the Hebrew people 
gathered after 400 years of slavery.  

- Pharaoh finally released them to go… and now, all they had to 
do was cross the Sinai Peninsula.   

- In fact, they didn't even have to do it on their own!  To lead 
them, God gave them this supersonic GPS… a pillar of cloud 
by day and a pillar of fire by night.  
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But soon after the pillar started to move, imagine their surprise when 
they realized it was taking them the wrong way! 

- They were expecting to head directly east and then north… but 
the directionally challenged pillar started going south.  

- Honestly… they had no idea what was going on. What was 
Moses doing? What was God doing?!  

 
I mean, God was supposed to be leading them into the Promised Land… 
so, why were they heading into the desert?? 

- Going deeper into the desert was the last place in the world that 
they would want to go!  

- And that led to one of the great crisis of the Book of Exodus: 
 
Will the people follow God even when they don't understand what He’s 
doing?  

- Will God's people follow Him when following doesn't seem to 
make any sense?  

- Will God's people stay faithful on the roundabout way?  
- Will God's people say yes to God even in the desert?  

 
You know… one of God's qualities that can be most frustrating to 
impatient people is that He never seems to move in a hurry.  

- Have you noticed that about God? But not only is He not in a 
hurry to get us from one place to another… 

- but He’ll often take us on a roundabout path to get there.  
 
I mean, as much as you can trust Him to take you to the Promised 
Land… at times, He’ll take you there by way of the desert. 

- And, as you’ve probably experienced, this roundabout way of 
the desert is not a minor detour.  

- For those of you who are familiar with the story, do you 
remember how long Israel spent in that desert? Forty years.  

- On a journey that geographically would take only a couple of 
weeks, it took 40 years.  

 
The desert is a very important place in the Bible, and many of God's 
people will spend prolonged time there.  
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- Moses did, before he ever became the leader of the people of 
Israel. 

- Because Moses was a fugitive from Pharaoh, he had to flee 
from Egypt and went to the desert of Midian.  

- Do you remember how long he spent there? Forty years. 
 
At the height of his ministry, Elijah , who was threatened by Queen 
Jezebel, ran into the desert and remained there for 40 days and 40 nights. 

- After his Baptism, Jesus was given the seal of approval by God. 
God said, "This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased."  

- After that, the Gospel of Mark says that He was led by the 
Spirit into the desert.  

- And how long was He there? For 40 days and 40 nights. 
- Over and over, it happens in the lives of those who seek God.  

 
You see, everyone who purposes to follow God is going to log some 
time in the desert.  

- The desert is the place where you don't want to go. At the very 
least, it’s unlikely that you’ll find it flowing  with milk and 
honey.  

- It is a dry and barren place. And yet, if you are a follower of 
Christ, one way or another, you can pretty much be sure that 
you’ll learn , experientially, about the roundabout ways of God.  

 
You are going to log some time in the desert. There are going to be 
times when your heart aches with hurt or loss.  

- There will be times when you get frustrated and fatigued… 
where nothing seems to refresh you.  

- There will be times when you long for something… good and 
unselfish things that God could so easily provide for you… 
but… He doesn’t. 

 
Sometimes, your season in the desert gets triggered by some event: A 
relationship shatters…. you loose your job … a prodigal child… 

- You have a financial disaster and don't know how you are 
going to deal with it.  

- You cherish a dream for years and look forward to the day 
when it is going to come true.  
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- You work and pray toward it. Then one day, you wonder if it’ll 
ever happen… and you can almost feel that wick inside of you 
going out. 

 
But sometimes the desert comes for no discernible reason at all. You 
pray and pour out your heart, and yet there’s no sense of God's nearness.  

- You’re confused and wonder why, but you receive no answer. 
More and more, life itself feels like a dry and barren place. 

- That's the desert! Some of you have been there. Some of you 
are there right now.  

 
I wish that I could find words tender enough to say this to you… but 
those of you who are in the desert right now… 

- you need to know that God has not forgotten you there. You 
have not been abandoned. 

- God sometimes leads his children in roundabout ways.  
- And, while He’s never in a hurry, He’ll never forget you. He 

never forgets us, not ever. 
 
You see, guys… as hard as it can be for us to see… God is at work in the 
roundabout way of the desert… in ways you may not see or understand.  

- God's way is rarely the quickest way and is seldom the easiest 
way, but it is always the best way.  

- It’s the way God shapes souls and builds lives.  
- And so, in the time remaining this morning, I want to walk us 

through four life lessons we’re meant to learn from the desert. 
 
The first one is that the desert is the place where we learn 
patience… where we learn to follow a God who is not in a hurry. 
 
Needless to say, when the people of Israel found themselves in the 
desert, they got pretty anxious about being there.  

- In fact, they want to get out the desert so badly that they begin 
considering the quickest fix, which was to voluntarily go back 
to Egypt.  

- Every day, the people would wake up and there was the pillar.  



 7

- Each and every day, they had to decide, "Do we follow it on 
this roundabout path? I’m sure we could figure out a faster way 
to the Promised Land on our own." 

 
Even more difficult, sometimes they had to decide, "If the pillar just 
sits here today, do we just sit here with it?”  

- Or, as much as you want move on with things, “ What if the 
pillar doesn’t move for weeks or months?” 

- When we know the way to the Promised Land and could get 
there on our own, “ Do we have the patience to follow and trust 
God on the roundabout way one day at a time?"  

- You see, this is a lesson that God is so often wanting to teach us 
while in the desert. 

 
For example, if you remember, through much of their wilderness 
experience, God provides manna for them to eat. 

- It says that some among the children of Israel got impatient 
with this manna business…  

- they got tired of having to wonder each and every day whether 
it would be there the next day.   

- And so, they started to stockpile it even though Moses had 
commanded them, in Exodus 16:19, not to “leave any leftovers.  

 
Instead, he was asking them to “ Trust God that tomorrow He’ll provide 
again for us." 

- But the people didn't listen and got anxious about it… keeping 
some hidden for the next day… just in case God didn’t come 
through for them. 

- The problem is that, according to Exodus 16:20, whenever they 
did, the manna would get filled with worms. 

 
Now, if you’re thinking that manna, at best, isn’t the best meal in town, 
then imagine how it would taste half eaten by worms!  

- Manna has a short shelf life. You know how certain foods 
come with an expiration date on it.  

- Manna was just good for today, so you have to trust that God is 
going to feed you again tomorrow. 
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Well, needless to say, God’s heart here was that His people, His 
children, would learn to trust Him…  

- that He would provide for them… that they would learn in their 
heart of hearts that He’d never forget them. 

- After 300, 400, 500 or 1,000 days in a row of God providing 
manna, just maybe they would start saying to themselves,  

- "I think that tomorrow there will be manna, too. I think God 
really will take care of me."  

- You see, the desert is the place where you learn to trust… 
it’s where you learn the kind of patience that allows us to 
trust. 

 
Regardless of what the issue is that you may be facing… whether it’s a 
relationship or finances or whether it’s related to your health or 
school or your job… 

- Will you learn to trust God? Will you obey Him one day at a 
time and recognize that He is not in a hurry?  

- Will you persist in prayer when you would rather not? Will 
you be obedient in the desert when you would rather not 
obey? 

- The desert is the place where you learn patience because, unless 
you choose to go back to Egypt, you have very little choice. 

 
So, let me ask you… are you struggling to trust God right now in your 
life?  

- Are you struggling to trust Him to provide that manna for you 
each and every day?  

- Or are you taking things into your own hands? 
- If so… would you go to Him this this morning… “God… as 

hard as it is to live without any safety nets… I choose to trust 
You… to follow You… even when I don’t understand what 
You’re doing right now in my life?” 

 
The second life lesson about the desert has some pain attached to it, 
but, at the end of the day, it can be so life-giving.  
 
You see… if you allow him to, the desert is the place where God can 
make you stronger… in heart, mind, and soul.  
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- The question that always gets asked when you’re led into the 
desert is, "Why? Why am I being led into the desert?"  

- The first 34 chapters of to Book of Job is basically Job and his 
three friends trying to understand why He’s landed in the desert 
the way he has. 

 
In Exodus 13:17, we read about one of those wonderful moments where 
we get to find out just what’s on God's mind.  

- "When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them by way 
of the land of the Philistines" -- the direct route I-80 -- 
"although that was nearer." 

- And, why doesn't he do that? "For God thought, 'If the people 
face war, they may change their minds and return to Egypt.'"  

 
In other words, if the direct route, I-80, would have taken people past 
those who were hostile to them and those who would likely attack them, 

- Would the people panic and run back to Egypt?  
- Of course, God was perfectly capable of defending and 

delivering His people along I-80 to the Promised Land…  
- but He knew that the people of Israel didn't believe that yet.  
- They were too frightened, so God would have to take time to 

develop the courage and faith of his people.  
 
That was something that simply couldn’t be developed on the direct 
route.  

- Believe me, if God could hand you a book of advice to read, 
that could change you from the inside out, than He would. 

- He never takes pleasure in taking us along these roundabout 
routes.  But, here's the point.  

- God is not nearly as concerned with where His people are 
going as He is about who they will be when they get there.  

 
Now, that doesn’t mean that God doesn’t care about how these alternate 
routes impact us emotionally. He cares more than we could imagine. 

- But, as much as He does care about what’s going on in my life, 
what job I get into, what house I get into or relationships I get 
into… whether there’s anything in my bank account…  

- He cares even more about the kind of person I am becoming.  
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I mean, just think about the Israelites. For 400 years, they had been 
slaves. And even though they’re now free, they still thought of 
themselves as slaves.  

- They did not think about themselves as a strong people led by a 
mighty God.  

- Truth is, it took one night to get Israel out of Egypt. It took 40 
years to get Egypt out of Israel. 

 
You see, it’s easy to trust God in the land of milk and honey where 
everything is working out right.  

- Where… Your prayers are getting answered...  Your problems 
melt away. The kids have straight teeth.  

- Your boss likes you… When you’ve got some disposable 
income.  

- Faith is not all that hard then. But, in the desert, it's another 
story. 

 
Generally, God's people will always experience the desert at one time or 
another. In the desert, Joseph is promised that he will be a great leader.  

- The next thing that he knows, he’s sold into slavery and ends up 
in an Egyptian jail for years.  

- David is anointed to be king of Israel. You would think that it 
would be a straight shot to the throne, but it's not.  

- At one point, he finds himself a homeless fugitive for 7 years 
living in caves in the wilderness to escape being killed by King 
Saul. He learns the roundabout ways of God. 

 
Daniel is gifted, wise and faithful. You would think that it would be just 
a straight shot to a position of honor, but he ends up in exile.  

- He ends up in a strange land suffering persecution for his 
faith… and he’s thrown into a den of lions.  

- God still is leading Daniel, but he is leading him on a 
roundabout way. 

- There, in the desert, the biographies of Moses, Daniel, Joseph 
and David were being written! 
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Their biographies were being written… as they were becoming 
stronger… as they learned to give thanks… even in the wilderness. 

- You see, it’s when you can give thanks in the desert that you 
know you’re growing in faith and character.  

- It’s when you’ve been led in a direction you do not want to 
go… unsure where you’ll end up… 

- It’s when you can still stand up and say in the midst of the pain, 
"God has been faithful and has not let go of me," THEN you 
know that you’ve begun learning from the desert. 

 
It's when, in spite of the roundabout way you’re being taken, you say "I 
will not go back to Egypt no matter what happens. I am going to follow 
Christ..."  It’s then you are growing mighty in your soul.  

- On the roundabout way, you will learn what it is to trust God.  
- It’s there that you’ll learn what it means to find refuge in His 

presence. 
- So, if you’re on the roundabout way, don't think that it's because 

God has forgotten about you or doesn't care. He cares. 
 
Some of you would like to be in a relationship and are looking for a 
life partner and spouse. You're seeking a good and honorable thing,  

- But you may have found that you've been on a roundabout way 
for a long time. 

- You've been waiting for Mr. or Ms. Right… but are starting to 
think that maybe Mr. Right or Ms. Right isn't comin g.  

 
So, the thought comes to you… "Maybe I should settle for Mr. or Ms. 
“Not-so-terribly-wrong." 

- If that’s where you’re at… are you willing to say this morning... 
that 

- "In spite of this long and winding road I’m on, I will trust Jesus 
with my life. I will not get entangled in a relationship I know 
would not honor Him. If I have done that, I will stop now. If I 
need to, I will make the call this afternoon." 

 
Some of you are on a roundabout way in your financial life. You are 
facing enormous pressure.  
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- If you just were willing to cut some corners or compromise 
your integrity  just a little bit, you are well aware that life could 
be a whole lot easier. 

- Are you willing to say this morning, "Even though I am in the 
midst of a financial desert and the pressures on me are 
enormous, I am not going to yield or go back to Egypt. I am 
going to follow Christ. If I am on this roundabout way for 40 
years, I will be faithful for 40 years. I will stay faithful to God 
on the roundabout way. I will follow Christ in the desert!" 

 
If you do this… whatever your desert is… if you can say that and not 
give up, then understand that, as hard as its been, God is making you 
very strong.  

- He did it for Joseph, David, Daniel and Moses, and He’s doing 
it in our lives today as well. He will do it in your life.  

- The desert is where we learn patience and where God makes 
us strong.  

- Look at a person who has great strength in their soul… 
strength to love when it is difficult… and to be grateful when 
it is difficult… 

- and I will pretty much guarantee you that it’s somebody who 
has logged some time in the desert. 

 
The third thing about the desert has pain attached to it, too. The 
desert is the place where I come face to face with my sin and 
weaknesses.  
 
To some degree, the desert is isolation, loneliness & pain. And, it’s in 
that place where we often come face to face with the power of sin & 
weakness & temptation. 

- This was true even for Jesus. Where did Satan come three times 
to tempt Jesus? It was in the desert.  

- You see, the truth about human nature is that sometimes we 
need desert-like experiences to get us to face the truth about 
the condition of our hearts. 

 
Honestly… there’s no easy way to say this: Some of you have areas of 
sin in your life that you’ve allowed to go unchecked. 
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- Truth is, all of us, to some degree, are living with some level 
of accepted disrepair in our relationships with God… 

- Perhaps you’re living in apathy… and you’ve sort of just 
settled in that place… even though you know God has called 
you to so much more. 

- Perhaps you’ve allowed some addiction to cover the 
disappointments, pains, and fears in your life. 

 
Perhaps you're living in bitterness and won't put it aside. You're living 
in envy and will not stop. There's resentment going on.  

- Perhaps loneliness & pain has brought you the wrong 
websites… and now that you’ve crossed that line… you’re 
finding it harder and harder not to go there. 

- Perhaps there's a judgmental spirit  about you that has grown 
toxic to the people around you.  

 
Maybe you’ve allowed financial stress to turn your life inward… and, 
more and more you find yourself focused only on money or yourself.   

- Maybe the heart you had for the poor & lost has been nearly 
snuffed out. 

- Well… you need to know that God loves you more than you 
could ever imagine. And precisely because of that, 

- If necessary, God will lead you in roundabout ways through 
the desert so that you will come face to face with whatever 
issue…  

- might be getting in the way of your growing in deeper 
maturity, both spiritually  and emotionally.  

 
He wants us to come to that place of desperation where we can cry out, 
"God, I want to be freed of it more than anything else." 

- Some of you need to say this morning, "God, I confess my sin in 
whatever area it is. I want to be cleansed. I want my heart to be 
made tender. I want to be like a child in your hands." 

- The desert is where that happens. The desert is the place 
where we learn patience,  

- where we are made very strong and where we are brought to 
the truth  about the sin in our hearts. 
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The last thing about the desert is that it's the place where we learn to 
love God for God's sake and not just for the sake of the milk and honey 
that he gives to us. 
 
Back a number of years ago, I took Rebecca for an overnight “daddy/ 
daughter” trip down to the shore.   

- At one point, I took her to the boardwalk at Pt. Pleasant where 
we went into several game rooms. 

- Of course, like all game rooms, they have those machines filled 
with toys and stuffed animals…  

- where you manipulate a crane-like claw hoping to grab hold of 
one of them for yourself. 

 
Well… she was wanting to win this Webkinz… probably worth $10 
retail.  Of course, $15 later, I all but begged her to give up!  

- Do you know how easy it is to get one of those stuffed animals? 
The way they stack them in there… it’s nearly impossible! 

- When she first saw that machine filled with loveable, cute 
Webkinz stuffed animals, she was completely drawn to it.  

- But when no toys came out and her money was gone, do you 
think she still loved that machine??  

 
The desert times are times when no toys are coming out of the 
machine. I didn’t get the promotion, house, success, reputation or 
maybe even the health that I wanted. 

- Then I discover. Do I really love God for God, or do I just love 
him for the toys? 

- Do I really love God because He is wonderful beyond all 
imagining and because He is my Father who sent his only 
begotten Son to die on the Cross in my place?  

 
In the desert, this terrible and wonderful thing can happen. You will lose 
everything, but find God. Suddenly, God will be enough, b/c God is 
in the desert.  

- He is a pillar of cloud by day and fire by darkest night. He is 
the God of the roundabout way. 

- He is the God who goes to a throne by way of the cross and 
not by the straight route.  
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- He says, "I will never leave you. I will never, ever forsake 
you… so stay close to Me… stay faithful to Me… trust Me to 
provide new manna for each day in your life."   

- Will you trust Him?  
 
For those of you who are in the desert or those of you who might one-
day find yourself there, I would encourage you as deeply as I know 
how…   

- to stay near to God… to remain faithful  to Him through the 
roundabout ways of God.  

- It will be tempting to give up… to begin wondering whether 
He’s really with you… whether He really cares…  

- whether He really has a bigger plan for your life… whether 
the manna really will be there when you wake up tomorrow. 

 
But… He will.  He loves you.  Every moment in that desert… every step 
you take on that parched ground… He is with you.  He loves you.  

- In Jeremiah 29:11, we read, “For I know the plans I have for 
you," says the Lord. "They are plans for good and not for 
disaster, to give you a future and a hope.” 

- You see… even through the roundabout ways of God… you can 
trust Him.  You can trust Him to be your provision there in the 
desert… 

 
And you can trust Him that, in His timing, you’ll find the ground your 
walking on turning  from that dusty shade of brown to a bright shade of 
green. 

- At the very least you can know… you can bet the bank that one 
day Isaiah 40:3-5 will be a reality.   

- “ Listen! It’s the voice of one shouting, ‘Clear the way through 
the wilderness for the Lord! Make straight in the desert a 
highway for our God. Every valley shall be raised up, every 
mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become 
level, the rugged places a plain. And the glory of the LORD will 
be revealed, and all people will see it together. For the LORD 
has spoken!’” 
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- There will be no more roundabout ways then. There just will 
be the straight road, and the Scriptures say that the desert will 
blossom with flowers and life. 

 
And, in between now and then, there will, of course, be seasons where 
He’ll lead you along the fastest interstate… 

- While, at other times, He might lead you along winding back 
roads behind school busses and trucks. 

- But through whatever roads He takes us… we can be sure that 
He is with us… that He loves us… that He knows what He’s 
doing…  

- that He’s building our lives in answer to our own prayers… to 
be more like Jesus. 

- AMEN 


